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With US capital effectively barred from Cuba, Canada has become the island's leading foreign
investor and trade partner and is poised to greatly expand its operations on the island. Despite
the US embargo, international investment interest in Cuba remains high, according to Cuban
government officials, who offer as evidence the Canadian example and the success of the Havana
International Trade Fair in November. The March 1996 Helms-Burton law allows US citizens to
sue foreign companies that use property confiscated by the Cuban government. It also denies US
travel visas to representatives of foreign firms that "traffic" in confiscated properties through their
business activities in Cuba (see NotiSur, 04/04/96 and 06/07/96).
However, the Cuban government has taken steps to place foreign companies doing business on
the island beyond the reach of Helms-Burton. According to Ibrahim Ferradaz, minister of foreign
investment, the legal agreements under which foreign firms operate in Cuba are drawn up to make
them less vulnerable to legal action by US courts.
Cuban representative to the World Trade Organization Eumelio Caballero Rodriguez told a
gathering in Geneva that, since the Helms-Burton bill was signed into law, the number of foreign
investors indicating interest in Cuba has actually risen and many foreign companies already in Cuba
have opened negotiations with the government to expand and diversify. "Helms-Burton may create
concern and fears among some [Europeans], but they should remember that, among other things,
we can offer them opportunities free from US competition," said Caballero.
The Alberta-based Sherritt Inc. is one of the foreign firms looking for expansion opportunities.
Sherritt began with nickel and cobalt mining in eastern Cuba in 1994 in a joint venture with the
Cuban-owned Compania General de Niquel de Cuba. Sherritt now has the largest foreign business
operation on the island, with extensive investments in oil, tourism, and agriculture. Under its
agreement with the Cuban government, Sherritt is investing US$500 million in return for a 25year mining concession. This year, its nickel-processing plant in Moa will more than double the
12,000-ton output in 1994. Sherritt also holds a concession for oil production and last year accounted
for 35% of Cuban oil output. Because its mining operations are on land once belonging to the USbased Freeport-McMoRan Inc., Sherritt has been a prime target for retaliation under Helms-Burton.
Sherritt's executives have already been banned from entering the US, and the company faces
possible lawsuits for "trafficking" in expropriated property (see NotiSur, 11/01/96).
Backed by the Canadian government's opposition to Helms- Burton, Sherritt reaffirmed its
determination to ignore the law by holding its September board meeting in Havana. Sherritt did,
however, take evasive action last year to avoid US reprisals by separating its Cuban nickel mining
and other assets into Sherritt International Corp. It also renamed its fertilizer company Viridian
Inc. Patrice Merrin Best, vice president of Sherritt Inc., says Sherritt International is expanding its
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Cuban operations with an additional US$40 million investment in 1996. The company will move
into telecommunications, finance, transportation, real estate, and sugar. In November, it announced
plans to raise US$225 million in new expansion capital through a public offer of debentures
convertible to Sherritt stock. As many as 40 other Canadian firms do business in Cuba. Delta Hotels
and Resorts has a contract with the Cuban government to operate five resorts, a hotel, and a tour
business, while Labatt International brewery sells its product through tourist hotels. Other Canadian
projects underway include oil exploration by Alberta-based Genoil. The firm will begin drilling at
two sites next year and will market the oil on a profit-sharing basis with the Cuban government. It is
estimated that Cuba's oil reserves will supply up to 30 billion barrels over the next 20 to 30 years.
The Toronto- based York Medical Inc. has an arrangement to market Cuban pharmaceutical
products in Canada and Europe, and MacDonalds Mines is expanding beyond its gold-exploration
activities to look for oil on a 9,900-sq km concession in central Cuba. Canadian defiance of the US
embargo was further strengthened in September when the Canadian government announced
support for a US$35 million construction project in Cuba. The Ottawa-based firm Intelcan
Technosystems received a contract to construct a new terminal at Havana's international airport. In
addition, the Canadian government's Export Development Corp. agreed to extend credits to Cuba
for the purchase of Canadian products.
Further demonstrating the widespread interest in commercial opportunities in Cuba, the annual
Havana International Trade Fair opened in November with 1,400 foreign companies from 60
countries attending. The fair has grown from 108 firms participating in 1983 to 1650, including
Cuban companies, this year. The fair's promoters said the growing participation was proof that
international investors are ignoring the US embargo and the Helms-Burton law. "This is the
biggest fair the island has ever put on," said Abraham Maciques, president of the fair's organizing
committee. Countries with the largest number of exhibitors were Spain, Italy, Canada, Panama,
Mexico, Venezuela, Brazil, and Guatemala, while several others, including Russia and China, greatly
increased the size of their exhibits.
Maciques considers the growth of the fair a rejection of the US embargo policy and a show of
confidence in the Cuban market and investment climate. In his opinion, the Havana Trade Fair has
played an important role in the creation of joint ventures and cooperative production, particularly
in the industrial sector. This year the fair included a seminar for potential foreign investors on
participation in proposed free-zone and industrial-park projects. Earlier this year, the Ministry of
Foreign Investment set up a special commission to work with foreign firms to develop such projects,
made possible by the 1995 foreign-investment law. Current plans call for free zones adjacent to
the Havana International Airport, in the port cities of Mariel and Cienfuegos, and in Santiago de
Cuba on the eastern end of the island. In the free zones, authorities hope to establish a "Caribbean
capital" for foreign companies.
Companies licensed to operate in free zones will pay no customs taxes and will receive an
exemption from taxes on profits for 12 years plus a reduction of 50% in taxes for another five years
after that. Despite continued strong foreign-investment commitment, none of Cuba's major trade
and investment partners has shown much interest in turning Cuba into a re-export and maquila
capital for the region.
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Without access to the US market for products assembled in industrial parks or transshipped
through free zones, these projects are still too risky, say investment analysts. Except for one inbond warehouse in Havana, the projects exit mostly on paper. The government has not received
any applications for operating licenses, although the Mexican conglomerate Grupo Domos and
the Cuban investment company Caribe S.A. signed an agreement last year to invest US$20 million
in a 180-hectare free-zone site. The planned project includes a center to manufacture toys and
electronics for export and an assembly plant to produce telephone equipment for the Cuban market.
(Sources: The Miami Herald, 06/08/96; United Press International, 09/23/96; The Washington Post,
02/29/96, 10/20/96; Agence France-Presse, 11/04/96, 11/08/96; Inter Press Service, 09/13/96, 11/04/96,
11/10/96; Granma Internacional, 11/12/96; Reuter, 11/12/96, 11/13/96)
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